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Arts profs prepare installation for California farm community
By Alexander Menrisky

A pair of art professors is undertaking a project to represent the ideals of community through a hefty sculpture that they plan to
showcase at a festival in California in early September.

Professors Lori Esposito of the University of  North Dakota and Duane McDiarmid of Ohio University were commissioned by the 
agricultural city of Visalia, about three hours north of Los Angeles, to  construct a sculpture to serve as the centerpiece of the Taste
the Arts  Festival from Sept. 9-11.

“The spirit of the piece is just melding  elements together to honor the community and their laborers,” said Esposito, an  OU alum
who spends her summers in Athens. 

She and McDiarmid have been working for about  three weeks after receiving the funding to create an 8-foot-tall sculpture that 
incorporates both the idea of community and of agriculture. Esposito, a  painting and drawing specialist, has been busy painting renditions of more than  50 individual portraits of
migrant and other laborers, salespeople and other  community members from the Visalia area, while McDiarmid, a sculptor, has been  working on the metal sculpture itself to
house the pictures. Esposito travelled  to the Visalia area in July to take photographs of community members, off of  which the paintings are based.

“We tried to get as diverse a collection of  people who work in agriculture to try to be as inclusive as possible of the  community as a whole,” Esposito said. Her paintings, drawn in
shades of blue,  white and gray on small glass squares, include those of the management as well  as of the laborers.

“It was kind of funny,” Esposito said. “I was  like, ‘Can I take your picture?’ and he’s like a sales guy and said, ‘I’m the  bad guy!’” Esposito added that the inclusion of all levels of
production is  necessary to solidify the idea that everyone has a role in the community.

McDiarmid said he likes to think of his  portion as a metal stage upon which the laborers can display their wares. Small  golden cushions are added to what looks like a large metal
frame with wheels,  almost resembling a piece of agricultural equipment itself. Laborers and their  children are encouraged to decorate real fruit and rest their own art on the
cushions.  Gold fabric is also run over the beams, signifying the scarves the laborers  traditionally wear to keep out the sun. Esposito’s small paintings are inserted  into slots in the
fabric.

“There’ll be this kind of sense of our  rendition of the community, but also the community’s own rendition of itself,”  McDiarmid said, commenting on the painted and decorated
produce that will be  made by the community members, adding to the golden metaphor of coexistence.

Esposito and McDiarmid agreed that they  wished to incorporate an unbiased idea of agriculture into their project.

“It turns out that agriculture sort of sits  above a lot of the fracture lines of our society,” McDiarmid said. He cited as  an example organic farming versus the use of pesticides.
“What we want to do is  not emphasize all those places where we divide as a society but really talk  about it in terms of community as the primary… the community is about what’s 
shared.”

The two artists decided to add an additional  component, however, when they considered giving back to the community they took  the portraits from. They plan to take the pictures
of the community members in  their golden scarves, and attempt to find the subjects and present them with  each portrait fragment in return for being able to take the pictures in
the  first place.

“One of the field workers said in Spanish,  ‘Is she going to pay us for our portraits so we can be rich like her?’”  Esposito recalled, commenting on their desire to give back to the
somewhat  impoverished working-class community that is the subject of their project.

“There are some challenges to it because of  the nature of these workers, both their immigration status and their work  status,” McDiarmid said. “Finding them again could pose
some difficulties.”

When finished, Esposito and McDiarmid plan to  disassemble the sculpture and haul it out West in a pickup truck.

The two artists encourage anyone interested  in their project to follow their progress at their blog at  http://fruitsoflabor.wordpress.com/.
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